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Introduction
Latvia, nestled between Estonia, Lithuania, Russia, and the Baltic Sea, is a haven for
biodiversity in the northern reaches of Europe. Within its compact territory, an
astonishing diversity of landscapes—ancient forests, sprawling wetlands, winding
rivers, pristine lakes, and a dynamic coastline—combine to create habitats for a
wealth of wildlife species. With approximately 30,000 species of flora and fauna
registered, Latvia stands as a testament to what a rich and resilient natural
environment can achieve when shaped by both nature’s forces and sustained human
care.

From the great forests that have blanketed this land for millennia to the wetlands that
pulse with the calls of rare birds, Latvia is a living mosaic of European biodiversity. The
country’s fauna is an intricate tapestry: deer, moose, wild boar, wolves, and elusive
lynx roam free, while eagles oversee the landscape from the skies and the quiet rustle
of smaller mammals, amphibians, and reptiles is ever-present underfoot. Along the
Baltic shores, harbor porpoise and ringed seals cut through the waves, and the
stillness of inland waters harbors pike, trout, salmon, and a medley of freshwater fish.

For centuries, Latvia’s natural wealth has nurtured its people, traditions, and culture.
Yet this close relationship with the land brings with it a profound responsibility to
safeguard these living treasures. Latvia’s extensive network of protected areas,
including national parks, strict nature reserves, and the internationally significant
North Vidzeme Biosphere Reserve, reflects a deep commitment to conservation.
Today, nature protection in Latvia is not only a matter of national pride but also an
obligation under international conventions and the European Union’s Natura 2000
initiative.

The challenges confronting Latvian wildlife—a changing climate, habitat loss, invasive
species, and urban development—are significant, but they are met with robust
scientific study, grassroots conservation efforts, and collaborations across borders.
The Latvian Red Book and ongoing research projects aim to monitor, protect, and
restore populations at risk. Success stories, like the reintroduction of bison and wild
horses at Pape Nature Reserve, show that dedicated stewardship can reverse
ecological decline and revive lost chapters of natural history.

This book, 'Wildlife and Fauna of Latvia: A Guide to the Wildlife and Fauna of Latvia,'
serves as both an introduction and an in-depth companion to the country’s living
heritage. Whether you are a resident, visitor, naturalist, or simply an admirer of
Europe’s wilder places, this guide will open a window into the remarkable biodiversity
that thrives in Latvia’s forests, fields, wetlands, and waters. We invite you to journey
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through Latvia’s landscapes, meet its remarkable inhabitants, and understand the
ongoing story of conservation and coexistence that shapes the future of this
extraordinary country.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Climate of Latvia:
Shaping Its Wildlife
Latvia, a land of subtle topography and significant natural beauty, occupies a strategic
position on the eastern shores of the Baltic Sea. Bordered by Estonia to the north,
Lithuania to the south, Russia to the east, and Belarus to the southeast, its location
has historically made it a crossroads of cultures and trade routes. But beyond its
human history, this position has profoundly shaped the country's wildlife, influenced
by both its proximity to the sea and its place on the broad East European Plain. The
total area of Latvia is approximately 64,589 square kilometers (24,937 sq miles), a
size that belies the remarkable diversity of habitats found within its borders.

The landscape of Latvia is often described as an undulating plain, a legacy of the last
ice age. While largely flat, with about 98% of the country lying below 200 meters (656
ft) in elevation, there are some notable hilly areas. These uplands, such as the
Vidzeme Upland in the north-central region and the Latgale Upland in the east, add a
gentle variation to the terrain, creating picturesque patterns of fields, forests, lakes,
and rivers. The highest point in Latvia is Gaiziņkalns, a modest hill reaching 312
meters (1,024 ft) above sea level. This varied, yet generally low-lying, topography
plays a crucial role in the distribution of water across the landscape, influencing the
formation of wetlands and the paths of its numerous rivers.

Water is a defining feature of Latvia's geography. The country boasts an extensive
network of over 12,000 rivers, though only a few are longer than 100 kilometers (60
miles). Major rivers like the Daugava, Lielupe, Gauja, Venta, and Salaca carve their
way through the landscape, providing vital corridors for wildlife and shaping the
surrounding ecosystems. The Daugava, the longest river to flow through Latvian
territory, has been an important route for centuries. These rivers, along with the
thousands of lakes scattered across the country, contribute significantly to the visual
beauty and ecological richness of Latvia.

The Latvian coastline, stretching for nearly 500 kilometers (around 310 miles), is
predominantly characterized by gently sloping sandy beaches and dunes. Unlike
coastlines in some other regions, much of Latvia's shore remains undeveloped,
particularly sections that were restricted border areas during the Soviet era. This has
resulted in approximately 300 kilometers of relatively untouched shoreline, graced by
pine and spruce forests and ecologically unique sand dunes. These coastal areas,
including prominent features like Cape Kolka and Pape Nature Park, are crucial
habitats for various species, particularly migratory and wintering birds.
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Latvia's climate is temperate, influenced by its location in Northern Europe and the
prevailing southwesterly winds from the Atlantic. This results in four distinct seasons,
with mild summers and moderate, snowy winters. The proximity of the Baltic Sea also
contributes to high levels of humidity and precipitation throughout the year. The
average annual temperature in Latvia ranges from around +5.2 to +7.4°C, with
variations between coastal and inland areas. Coastal regions experience milder
temperatures, while the eastern uplands tend to be colder in winter and warmer in
summer.

Average temperatures in January, the coldest month, can range from -1.7°C on the
western coast to -6.6°C in the southeast. July, the warmest month, sees average
temperatures between 17.4°C and 17.6°C. However, temperatures can fluctuate
significantly, with occasional drops to -40°C in winter and jumps into the mid-30s °C in
summer. Snow cover is typical in winter, often reaching depths of 20-30 cm in January
and February. The Gulf of Riga can freeze over in winter, while the western ports on
the Baltic Sea generally remain ice-free, providing important warm-water harbors.

Precipitation is distributed throughout the year, with the highest amounts typically
observed in the summer. Annual precipitation varies across the country, ranging from
590-670 mm in the central region to 770-870 mm in the western uplands. On average,
Latvia experiences about 180 days of precipitation per year, with a fair number of
foggy days as well. The least precipitation usually occurs in spring. The climate, with
its distinct seasons and ample precipitation, supports the lush forests, extensive
wetlands, and diverse plant life that form the foundation of Latvia's rich fauna.

The interplay of Latvia's geography and climate creates a mosaic of habitats, each
with its unique set of conditions that favor specific species. The low-lying plains and
river valleys are prone to flooding, leading to the development of extensive wetlands
and bogs. These waterlogged environments are crucial for many bird, insect, and plant
species. The more elevated areas, while not mountainous, offer different gradients
and drainage patterns, influencing the types of forests and meadows that can thrive
there. The sandy coastline and its dynamic dune systems provide a specialized habitat
for species adapted to these coastal conditions.

Furthermore, Latvia's position on the East European Plain means it shares many
geographical and climatic characteristics with its neighbors, facilitating the movement
and distribution of wildlife across borders. The flat terrain and interconnected
waterways allow for relatively unimpeded dispersal of many species. This connectivity
is vital for maintaining healthy populations and genetic diversity within the region.

However, the climate is not static. Recent decades have seen a rise in average air
temperatures, with the warmest years on record occurring relatively recently. This
warming trend is predicted to continue, potentially leading to milder winters, changes
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in precipitation patterns, and an increase in extreme weather events like storms,
droughts, and heatwaves. These shifts in climate have the potential to impact
ecosystems and wildlife, altering species distributions and affecting habitat suitability.
Coastal areas are particularly vulnerable to sea-level rise and increased erosion due to
more intense storms. Understanding these climatic changes and their potential effects
is crucial for effective conservation efforts in Latvia.
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